Introduction {#Sec1}
============

Breast cancer is the most common malignancy among women worldwide, with an estimated 1.67 million new cancer cases diagnosed in 2012^[@CR1]^. Known and suspected risk factors for breast cancer operating during adult life leave substantial variation in rates of this tumor unexplained. Over the past couple of decades perinatal and early life characteristics have emerged as novel breast cancer risk factors with consistency across different study populations but with some international divergence.

In prior epidemiologic studies, high birthweight has been associated with greater risk of breast cancer^[@CR2]--[@CR6]^, although this is not true for all studies^[@CR5],[@CR7]^. Intrauterine exposure to sex steroid hormones, growth hormone, insulin, insulin-like growth factors (IGF)-1, and IGF-2, and epigenetic variation are potential key pathways linking anthropometric variables in early life to adult breast cancer risk^[@CR8]^. Because investigations from retrospective case-control studies relying on information collected from the cases and controls themselves leave room for differential misclassification, data from prospective longitudinal analyses are warranted to overcome this bias. In previous literature, fewer data have been available on maternal factors such as pre-pregnancy body mass index (BMI), and weight gain during pregnancy in relation to the risk of breast cancer in the daughter. However, with the global epidemic of obesity maternal body mass prior to and during pregnancy has substantially increased during the past couple of decades, with 39% of women with normal, 59% with overweight, and 56% with obese prepregnancy BMI exceeding the current U.S. Institute of Medicine (IOM) recommendations for gestational weight gain^[@CR9]^.The implications of these rapidly changing intrauterine conditions for the daughters' future breast cancer risk need to be investigated.

We therefore used data from the prospective Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study to explore the relation of anthropometric variables in newborns including birthweight and birth length to their risk of developing breast cancer in adulthood; we also examined whether maternal pre-pregnancy BMI, height, and weight gain during pregnancy as reported by the mothers were associated with the incidence of breast cancer among daughters participating in the Nurses' Health Study (NHS) II.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study population {#Sec3}
----------------

The NHS II cohort was established in 1989 when 116,680 nurses aged between 25 and 42 years from 14 U.S. states completed a mailed questionnaire on lifestyle factors and medical history^[@CR10]^. Follow-up questionnaires were mailed to participating nurses every two years updating information on lifestyle factors and health. In 2001, 35 830 living mothers of NHSII who were cancer-free participants completed a questionnaire on their pregnancy with their nurse daughter and on her early life exposures forming the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study^[@CR11]^. NHS II participants who were adopted or whose adoption status was unknown and those with missing information on the exposures of interest were excluded from the respective analyses.

The institutional review boards of the Brigham and Women's Hospital and Harvard School of Public Health, Boston approved the study protocol. Response to the questionnaire was considered implied consent.

Exposure assessment {#Sec4}
-------------------

On the Mothers' questionnaire, the nurses' mothers were asked to report their height and weight before pregnancy in open-ended questions; this information was used to calculate pre-pregnancy BMI as kg/m^2^. Pre-pregnancy BMI was categorized following standard World Health Organization definitions of underweight (\<18.5 kg/m^2^), normal weight (18.5--24.9 kg/m^2^), overweight (25--29.9 kg/m^2^), and obese (≥30 kg/m^2^). Mothers were also asked to report their gestational weight gain in pre-specified categories (\<10, 10--14, 15--19, 20--29, 30--40, \>40 lbs). Mothers further reported birthweight and birth length of their daughters as open-ended values. Birthweights recalled by the nurses' mothers were highly concordant with birthweight information obtained from birth certificates (r = 0.85)^[@CR12]^. Birthweight was coded using standard categories (\<2500, 2500--2999, 3000--3499, 3500--3999, ≥4000 grams). Birth length was categorized in equally spaced intervals capturing the narrow distribution (\<47, 47--49, 50--52, 53--55, \>55 cm). Ponderal index was calculated from birth weight and length \[Ponderal index = birthweight (grams) x 100/(birth length, cm)³\] and categorized in quintiles.

Covariate information {#Sec5}
---------------------

Covariate information on tobacco use during pregnancy and gestational age was obtained from the Mothers' questionnaire. Additional information on daughter's characteristics, including race/ethnicity, family history of breast cancer, month and year of birth of the nurse, menopausal status, adult caloric intake, alcohol consumption, smoking, and BMI was available from the NHS II questionnaires. The derivation of menopausal status in this cohort has been previously described^[@CR13]^.

Ascertainment of breast cancer {#Sec6}
------------------------------

On follow-up questionnaires administered every two years, NHS participants were asked whether they had been diagnosed with breast cancer in the previous two years. To confirm the diagnosis, participants who reported a breast cancer diagnosis were asked for permission to review their relevant medical records and pathology reports. Due to the high accuracy of self-reported breast cancer diagnosis (\>98%), nurse participants who reported a diagnosis of breast cancer but for whom medical records could not be obtained were classified as breast cancer cases.

Ascertainment of deaths {#Sec7}
-----------------------

Deaths were identified by reports from the next of kin, postal authorities, or the National Death Index.

Statistical analysis {#Sec8}
--------------------

Cox proportional hazards regression models were used to estimate the hazard ratios (HRs) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of the incidence of breast cancer in the daughters across categories of infant birthweight, birth length, maternal pre-pregnancy BMI, height, and gestational weight gain. Participants contributed follow-up time from the return of the Nurses' Mothers questionnaire in 2001 to the date of death, cancer diagnosis (except non-melanoma skin cancer), or end of follow-up on June 1, 2013. The basic model adjusted for the nurse's age and follow-up cycle. Multivariable-adjusted models additionally included race (White, Non-White), family history of breast cancer (yes, no), maternal pre-pregnancy BMI (\<18.5 kg/m^2^, 18.5--24.9 kg/m^2^, 25.0--30.0 kg/m^2^, \>30 kg/m^2^), pregnancy weight gain (\<10 lbs, 10--14 lbs, 15--19 lbs, 20--29, 30--40, +40 lbs), maternal smoking during pregnancy (no smoking, quit smoking during pregnancy, light smoker \[\<15 cigarettes/day\], heavy smoker \[≥15 cigarettes/day\]), and gestational age (\<38 weeks, 38--42 weeks, \>42 weeks). In separate models, we included adult characteristics of the nurses including alcohol consumption, energy intake, smoking habits, and most recent pre-diagnostic (current) BMI during adulthood, all of which were updated during follow-up.

We further stratified our analytic models by menopausal status. To test for a linear trend across categories of exposures, we created a continuous variable using the midpoint of each category. Statistical tests were considered statistically significant at the 5% level. All statistical analyses were performed using the SAS statistical software version 9.4 (SAS Institute Inc, Cary, NC). The study has been conducted and reported in accordance with the Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology (STROBE) guidelines^[@CR14]^.

Results {#Sec9}
=======

During 403,786 person-years of follow-up between 2001 and 2013, we documented 865 newly diagnosed invasive cases of breast cancer among NHS II participants. The distribution of perinatal and adult characteristics of the nurse daughters and of the maternal anthropometric pregnancy characteristics across categories of birthweight and pregnancy weight gain is shown in Tables [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} and [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}, respectively. Birthweight was correlated with birth length and gestational age. Mothers of daughters with greater birthweight were more likely to have smoked less than those with a low birthweight, to have gained more weight during pregnancy, and had a slightly higher pre-pregnancy BMI. Mothers who smoked during pregnancy gained the least amount of weight on average.Table 1Age-standardized characteristics of NHS II participants and their mothers participating in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study according to the daughters' birthweight.Nurse's birthweight\<2500 g2500--2999 g3000--3499 g3500--3999 g≥4000 g***Nurse's characteristics***Age at baseline, years51.3 (5.8)51.1 (5.8)50.9 (5.7)50.8 (5.7)50.6 (5.8)Race, white, %94.996.296.697.397.3Family history of breast cancer, %15.415.014.514.914.5Birth length, cm46.5 (4.2)48.8 (3.4)50.7 (3.3)52.1 (3.1)53.6 (3.0)Adult smoking, %6.26.76.16.05.9Adult alcohol intake, g/d1.8 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.8 (1.6)Adult energy intake, kcal/d1805.5 (557.5)1818.4 (556.2)1825.4 (554.2)1836.9 (553.5)1834.2 (567.5)Adult BMI, kg/m²27.1 (6.2)26.7 (6.1)26.7 (6.1)27.3 (6.4)28.0 (6.8)***Mother's characteristics***Maternal height, m162.3 (6.5)162.4 (6.2)163.3 (6.2)164.4 (6.3)165.3 (6.2)Pre-pregnancy BMI, kg/m²20.8 (2.7)20.9 (2.5)21.2 (2.5)21.6 (2.8)22.1 (3.0)Smoking during pregnancy, %34.128.020.714.910.8Pregnancy weight gain, lbs20.3 (8.4)21.9 (7.9)23.5 (8.0)25.3 (8.0)27.3 (8.4)Gestational age, wks36.8 (3.4)39.0 (2.1)39.6 (2.0)39.9 (2.1)40.2 (2.2)BMI = body mass index; values are means (SD) or percentages and are standardized to the age distribution of the study population (except age).Table 2Age-standardized characteristics of NHS II participants and their mothers participating in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study according to the mothers' weight gain during pregnancy.Weight gain during pregnancy (lbs)\<1010--1415--1920--2930--4040+***Nurse's characteristics***Age at baseline, years51.1 (5.9)51.27 (5.8)50.9 (5.7)50.7 (5.7)50.9 (5.7)51.0 (5.8)Race, white, %95.097.096.697.097.196.1Family history of breast cancer, %15.814.614.914.814.313.6Birth length, cm49.7 (4.4)49.8 (4.1)50.3 (3.7)50.7 (3.5)51.2 (3.6)51.3 (3.6)Adult smoking, %6.06.86.05.96.77.3Adult alcohol intake, g/d1.7 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)1.9 (1.6)Adult energy intake, kcal/d1787.1 (554.3)1825.8 (549.2)1832.8 (551.9)1829.7 (557.6)1822.7 (555.7)1819.6 (556.7)Adult BMI, kg/m²28.2 (7.1)27.0 (6.2)26.6 (6.0)26.7 (6.1)27.5 (6.5)28.1 (6.7)***Mother's characteristics***Height163.5 (6.8)163.1 (6.6)163.2 (6.3)163.6 (6.2)163.8 (6.2)164.2 (6.4)Pre-pregnancy BMI, kg/m²22.4 (3.9)21.1 (2.7)21.1 (2.5)21.3 (2.4)21.4 (2.7)20.9 (2.9)Smoking during pregnancy, %25.321.821.120.921.121.8Gestational age, wks39.0 (2.8)39.08 (2.55)39.3 (2.3)39.5 (2.2)39.6 (2.2)39.8 (2.4)BMI = body mass index; values are means (SD) or percentages and are standardized to the age distribution of the study population (except age).

Compared with daughters with birthweights of 3000--3499 g, those with a birthweight of ≥4000 g had a 32% greater incidence of adult breast cancer (multivariable-adjusted HR = 1.32, 95% CI = 1.01--1.71, p for trend: 0.10; Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}). This association was restricted to premenopausal breast cancer (multivariable-adjusted HR = 1.32, 95% CI = 0.89--1.96), while no association was observed for postmenopausal breast cancer (multivariable-adjusted HR = 1.05, 95% CI = 0.69--1.59). We further noted a statistical trend of borderline significance for a greater risk of premenopausal breast cancer in daughters with increasing birth length (p for trend = 0.06; Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). Due to the high correlation between birthweight and birth length (0.47) we chose not to mutually adjust the analyses of these two variables. We also explored the role of Ponderal Index but did not observe any association with adult breast cancer incidence (Tables [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} and [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}).Table 3HRs (and 95% CIs) for invasive breast cancer incidence between 2001 and 2013 by categories of anthropometric characteristics at birth among NHS II participants whose mothers participated in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study.All WomenN cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2***Birthweight***\<2500g53/254440.97 (0.72--1.29)0.92 (0.67--1.25)0.92 (0.67--1.25)2500--2999 g155/770040.92 (0.76--1.12)0.91 (0.75--1.10)0.91 (0.75--1.10)3000--3499 g343/1602851.001.001.003500--3999 g208/1000810.99 (0.83--1.17)0.98 (0.83--1.17)0.98 (0.83--1.17)≥4000g72/266261.30 (1.01--1.68)1.32 (1.01--1.71)1.32 (1.02--1.71)*P* trend0.130.100.09***Birth length***\<47 cm78/345181.05 (0.80--1.39)1.06 (0.80--1.40)1.05 (0.80--1.39)47--49 cm144/823140.81 (0.64--1.02)0.81 (0.64--1.02)0.81 (0.64--1.02)50--52 cm151/719221.001.001.0053--55 cm197/877131.07 (0.87--1.33)1.07 (0.87--1.33)1.07 (0.87--1.33)\>55 cm38/185430.97 (0.68--1.39)0.98 (0.68--1.40)0.98 (0.68--1.40)*P* trend0.140.150.14***Ponderal index***Quintile 1111/587330.92 (0.70, 1.19)0.93 (0.71, 1.21)0.92 (0.71, 1.20)Quintile 2143/586821.24 (0.97, 1.59)1.24 (0.96, 1.59)1.23 (0.96, 1.58)Quintile 3115/575101.001.001.00Quintile 4121/596311.01 (0.78, 1.31)1.02 (0.78, 1.32)1.02 (0.78, 1.32)Quintile 5118/586330.99 (0.76, 1.28)0.98 (0.75, 1.27)0.97 (0.75, 1.27)*P* trend0.790.710.73Ponderal index = birthweight (g) x 100/(birth length, cm)³\]HR = hazard ratio, CI = confidence interval; Age-adjusted models adjusted for age of nurse (continuous).Multivariable-adjusted model 1 includes age of nurse (continuous), race (White, Non-White), family history of breast cancer (yes, no), pre-pregnancy body mass index (\<18.5 kg/m^2^, 18.5--24.9. kg/m^2^, 25.0--30.0 kg/m^2^, \>30 kg/m^2^), weight gain during pregnancy (\<10 lbs, 10--14 lbs,15--19 lbs, 20--29 lbs, 30--40 lbs, ≥40 lbs), smoking during pregnancy (no smoking, quit smoking during pregnancy, light smoker (\<15 cigarettes/day), heavy smoker (≥15 cigarettes/day), and gestational age (\<38 weeks, 38--42 weeks, \>42 weeks).Multivariable-adjusted model 2: same as model 1 but with additional adjustment for adult caloric intake (quintiles), adult alcohol intake (quintiles), adult smoking (never, past, current \<15 cigarettes/d, current ≥15 cigarettes/d), and adult body mass index (\<20.9 kg/m^2^, 21--22.9 kg/m^2^, 23--24.9 kg/m^2^, 25--29.9 kg/m^2^, 30--34.9 kg/m^2^, +35 kg/m^2^).Table 4HRs (and 95% CIs) for pre- and postmenopausal breast cancer incidence between 2001 and 2013 by categories of anthropometric characteristics at birth among NHS II participants whose mothers participated in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study.Premenopausal WomenPostmenopausal WomenN cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2N cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2***Birthweight***\<2500g23/110251.06 (0.67--1.67)0.93 (0.57--1.52)0.91 (0.56--1.49)27/120250.98 (0.65--1.48)1.05 (0.67--1.62)1.04 (0.67--1.61)2500--2999 g54/342770.86 (0.62--1.18)0.84 (0.60--1.16)0.83 (0.60--1.15)79/350040.92 (0.70--1.21)0.92 (0.70--1.21)0.92 (0.70--1.21)3000--3499 g139/738401.001.001.00169/709301.001.001.003500--3999 g90/474861.04 (0.79--1.36)1.04 (0.79--1.36)1.04 (0.79--1.36)94/425920.94 (0.73--1.22)0.92 (0.71--1.19)0.93 (0.72--1.20)≥4000g33/130461.33 (0.90--1.95)1.32 (0.89--1.96)1.32 (0.89--1.96)27/108851.05 (0.70--1.58)1.05 (0.69--1.59)1.07 (0.70--1.62)*P* trend0.160.100.090.810.970.97***Birth length***\<47 cm26/156130.94 (0.59--1.49)0.87 (0.54--1.39)0.87 (0.54--1.39)44/153651.29 (0.88--1.90)1.39 (0.94--2.05)1.38 (0.93--2.05)47--49 cm67/390880.94 (0.66--1.33)0.91 (0.64--1.30)0.90 (0.63--1.29)56/350200.70 (0.48--1.00)0.72 (0.50--1.04)0.71 (0.50--1.03)50--52 cm60/352451.001.001.0066/297941.001.001.0053--55 cm93/424641.22 (0.87--1.69)1.21 (0.87--1.69)1.22 (0.87--1.69)85/365141.09 (0.79-1.51)1.11 (0.80--1.53)1.11 (0.80--1.54)\>55 cm17/85231.12 (0.65--1.94)1.13 (0.65--1.96)1.14 (0.66--1.97)19/80611.07 (0.64--1.79)1.12 (0.66--1.87)1.12 (0.67--1.88)*P* trend0.100.060.050.360.480.43***Ponderal index***Quintile 144/266720.84 (0.56, 1.27)0.86 (0.57, 1.30)0.85 (0.56, 1.28)55/261811.04 (0.70, 1.55)1.09 (0.73, 1.63)1.11 (0.75, 1.66)Quintile 269/287581.26 (0.87, 1.81)1.30 (0.90, 1.88)1.28 (0.88, 1.85)58/242871.24 (0.84, 1.84)1.21 (0.81, 1.80)1.22 (0.82, 1.81)Quintile 354/287771.001.001.0047/231791.001.001.00Quintile 451/290140.90 (0.61, 1.32)0.92 (0.62, 1.37)0.91 (0.61, 1.34)55/246241.11 (0.75, 1.65)1.12 (0.75, 1.67)1.15 (0.77, 1.72)Quintile 545/270200.84 (0.56, 1.26)0.84 (0.56, 1.26)0.82 (0.54, 1.24)55/255391.07 (0.72, 1.58)1.05 (0.70, 1.56)1.06 (0.71, 1.58)0.380.330.320.880.710.71Ponderal index = birthweight (g) x 100/(birth length, cm)³\].HR = hazard ratio, CI = confidence interval.Age-adjusted models adjusted for age of nurse (continuous). Multivariable-adjusted model 1 includes age of nurse (continuous), race (White, Non-White), family history of breast cancer (yes, no), pre-pregnancy body mass index (\<18.5 kg/m^2^, 18.5--24.9. kg/m^2^, 25.0--30.0 kg/m^2^, \>30 kg/m^2^), weight gain during pregnancy (\<10 lbs, 10--14 lbs,15--19 lbs, 20--29 lbs, 30--40 lbs, ≥40 lbs), smoking during pregnancy (no smoking, quit smoking during pregnancy, light smoker (\<15 cigarettes/day), heavy smoker (≥15 cigarettes/day), and gestational age (\<38 weeks, 38--42 weeks, \>42 weeks).Multivariable-adjusted model 2: same as model 1 but with additional adjustment for adult caloric intake (quintiles), adult alcohol intake (quintiles), adult smoking (never, past, current \<15 cigarettes/d, current ≥15 cigarettes/d), and adult body mass index (\<20.9 kg/m^2^, 21--22.9 kg/m^2^, 23--24.9 kg/m^2^, 25--29.9 kg/m^2^, 30--34.9 kg/m^2^, +35 kg/m^2^).

We did not note any important overall associations between maternal height, pre-pregnancy BMI, or maternal weight gain during pregnancy and daughter's breast cancer risk (Tables [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} and [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"}). Daughters whose mothers had a pre-pregnancy BMI of ≥25 kg/m^2^ experienced a multivariable-adjusted HR of breast cancer of 0.98 (95% CI: 0.74--1.30) compared to those whose mothers were normal-weight (BMI 18.5--24.9 kg/m^2^; Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}). We noted a modest U--shaped relation of maternal weight gain during pregnancy with the risk of premenopausal breast cancer in the daughters, but not for postmenopausal breast cancer (Table [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"}). For premenopausal breast cancer incidence in daughters comparing low (\<15 lbs) versus normal maternal weight gain (20--29 lbs) during pregnancy the multivariable-adjusted HR was 1.23 (95% CI = 0.88--1.71) and comparing high (40+ lbs) versus normal weight gain the multivariable-adjusted HR was 1.17 (95% CI = 0.70--1.95). Additional adjustment for variables of the nurse's adult life did not appreciably modify the results.Table 5HRs (and 95% CIs) for invasive breast cancer incidence between 2001 and 2013 by categories of maternal height, pre-pregnancy BMI, and weight gain during pregnancy among NHS II participants whose mothers participated in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study.All WomenN cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2***Maternal height***\<155 cm85/405600.91 (0.72--1.16)0.92 (0.72--1.16)0.91 (0.72--1.16)155--164.9 cm368/1769520.92 (0.80--1.06)0.92 (0.80--1.06)0.92 (0.79--1.06)165--174.9 cm380/1701671.001.001.00≥175 cm32/161090.92 (0.64--1.32)0.92 (0.64--1.33)0.92 (0.64--1.32)*P* trend0.320.340.32***Pre***--***pregnancy BMI***\<18.5 kg/m^2^95/406511.08 (0.87--1.34)1.07 (0.86--1.32)1.06 (0.85--1.32)18.5--24.9 kg/m^2^655/3088601.001.00≥25 kg/m^2^55/272290.98 (0.74--1.30)0.98 (0.74--1.30)1.02 (0.77--1.34)*P* trend0.480.560.67***Maternal weight gain during pregnancy***Weight gain \<15 lbs118/549541.03 (0.83--1.27)1.02 (0.82--1.26)1.02 (0.83--1.27)Weight gain 15--19 lbs154/781270.96 (0.79--1.16)0.96 (0.79--1.16)0.97 (0.80--1.17)Weight gain 20--29 lbs320/1569641.001.001.00Weight gain 30--40 lbs152/644551.16 (0.95--1.41)1.16 (0.95--1.41)1.16 (0.96--1.41)Weight gain ≥40 lbs47/202041.12 (0.82--1.53)1.11 (0.82--1.52)1.14 (0.83--1.55)*P* trend0.150.150.14HR = hazard ratio, CI = confidence interval, BMI = body mass index.Age-adjusted models adjusted for age of nurse (continuous).Multivariable-adjusted model 1 includes age of nurse (continuous), race (White, Non-White), family history of breast cancer (yes, no),smoking during pregnancy (no smoking, quit smoking during pregnancy, light smoker (\<15 cigarettes/day), and heavy smoker (≥15 cigarettes/day), and models for pre-pregnancy BM and weight gain during pregnancy are mutually adjusted for weight gain during pregnancy (\<10 lbs, 10--14 lbs,15--19 lbs, 20--29 lbs, 30--40 lbs, ≥40 lbs) and pre-pregnancy BMI (\<18.5 kg/m^2^, 18.5--24.9. kg/m^2^, 25.0--30.0 kg/m^2^, \>30 kg/m^2^).Multivariable-adjusted model 2: same as model 1 but with additional adjustment for adult caloric intake (quintiles), adult alcohol intake (quintiles), adult smoking (never, past, current \<15 cigarettes/d, current ≥15 cigarettes/d), and adult BMI (\<20.9 kg/m^2^, 21--22.9 kg/m^2^, 23--24.9 kg/m^2^, 25--29.9 kg/m^2^, 30--34.9 kg/m^2^, +35 kg/m^2^).Table 6HRs (and 95% CIs) for pre- and postmenopausal breast cancer incidence between 2001 and 2013 by categories of maternal height, pre-pregnancy BMI, and weight gain during pregnancy among NHS II participants whose mothers participated in the Nurses' Mothers' Cohort Study.Premenopausal WomenPostmenopausal WomenN cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2N cases/person-yrsAge-adjustedMultivariable-adjusted model 1Multivariable- + adult variables adjusted model 2***Maternal height***\<155 cm33/176430.91 (0.62--1.34)0.92 (0.63--1.35)0.90 (0.61--1.32)40/187390.87 (0.62--1.23)0.87 (0.62--1.24)0.87 (0.61--1.23)155--164.9 cm142/802300.90 (0.71--1.13)0.91 (0.72--1.14)0.90 (0.71--1.13)189/795740.96 (0.78--1.19)0.97 (0.78--1.19)0.96 (0.78--1.18)165--174.9 cm156/794861.001.001.00178/737771.001.001.00≥175 cm14/78830.86 (0.49--1.53)0.86 (0.49--1.52)0.87 (0.49--1.53)14/66280.92 (0.53--1.58)0.90 (0.52--1.56)0.91 (0.52--1.57)*P* trend0.530.560.470.530.550.52***Pre***--***pregnancy BMI***\<18.5 kg/m^2^33/175511.04 (0.72--1.50)1.00 (0.69--1.45)0.98 (0.68--1.43)44/189930.97 (0.70--1.33)0.97 (0.70--1.33)0.97 (0.70--1.33)18.5--24.9 kg/m^2^266/1424451.001.00321/1359661.001.001.00≥25 kg/m^2^24/134260.89 (0.58--1.38)0.86 (0.56--1.33)0.88 (0.57--1.36)27/110101.10 (0.74--1.63)1.11 (0.75--1.66)1.14 (0.76--1.70)*P* trend0.650.700.800.680.650.62***Maternal weight gain during pregnancy***Weight gain \<15 lbs51/240641.23 (0.88--1.70)1.23 (0.88--1.71)1.24 (0.89--1.72)50/254530.80 (0.58--1.10)0.78 (0.57--1.08)0.78 (0.57--1.08)Weight gain 15--19 lbs56/359400.94 (0.69--1.29)0.94 (0.69--1.29)0.95 (0.69--1.30)77/344770.92 (0.70--1.21)0.92 (0.70--1.21)0.93 (0.70--1.22)Weight gain 20--29 lbs132/754631.001.001.00159/662291.001.001.00Weight gain 30--40 lbs66/299001.25 (0.92--1.69)1.26 (0.93--1.70)1.28 (0.94--1.73)70/278781.05 (0.79--1.40)1.04 (0.78--1.39)1.04 (0.78--1.38)Weight gain ≥40 lbs18/88721.21 (0.73--2.01)1.17 (0.70--1.95)1.17 (0.70--1.96)24/92511.05 (0.68--1.62)1.04 (0.67--1.61)1.03 (0.67--1.60)*P* trend0.460.490.470.130.120.14HR = hazard ratio, CI = confidence interval, BMI = body mass index.Age-adjusted models adjusted for age of nurse (continuous).Multivariable-adjusted model 1 includes age of nurse (continuous), race (White, Non-White), family history of breast cancer (yes, no),smoking during pregnancy (no smoking, quit smoking during pregnancy, light smoker (\<15 cigarettes/day), and heavy smoker (≥15 cigarettes/day), and models for pre-pregnancy BM and weight gain during pregnancy are mutually adjusted for weight gain during pregnancy (\<10 lbs, 10--14 lbs,15--19 lbs, 20--29 lbs, 30--40 lbs, ≥40 lbs) and pre-pregnancy BMI (\<18.5 kg/m^2^, 18.5--24.9. kg/m^2^, 25.0--30.0 kg/m^2^, \>30 kg/m^2^).Multivariable-adjusted model 2: same as model 1 but with additional adjustment for adult caloric intake (quintiles), adult alcohol intake (quintiles), adult smoking (never, past, current \<15 cigarettes/d, current ≥15 cigarettes/d), and adult BMI (\<20.9 kg/m^2^, 21--22.9 kg/m^2^, 23--24.9 kg/m^2^, 25--29.9 kg/m^2^, 30--34.9 kg/m^2^, +35 kg/m^2^).

Discussion {#Sec10}
==========

In this study, a high birthweight was associated with a greater incidence of breast cancer later in life. Moreover, a positive trend with increasing birth length was noted for premenopausal breast cancer. We further observed a U-shaped relation between maternal weight gain during pregnancy and premenopausal breast cancer in daughters.

A positive association between high birthweight studies (from measurements made at birth by medical doctors, birth records/medical registers, maternal interviews, or adult self-report) and an increased risk of breast cancer in adulthood has been observed in most prior studies^[@CR2]--[@CR8]^ and confirms our earlier findings from the same cohort using self-reported birth weight^[@CR4],[@CR8]^. The mechanisms underlying the association between a high birthweight and the diagnosis of breast cancer risk in later life is not entirely clear, but may be orchestrated by intrauterine exposures to growth hormones and epigenetic programming^[@CR8],[@CR15]^. Birthweight is likely a marker for intrauterine levels of sex estrogen and progesterone, growth hormone, IGF-1, IGF-2, and insulin itself which may increase the number of susceptible stem cells in the mammary gland or enhance cell proliferation, thereby contributing to tumor development through accumulation of DNA mutations^[@CR8]^. Since the epigenetic profile is established *in utero*, intrauterine stressors may affect the epigenetic pattern and therefor susceptibility to cancer^[@CR16]^. The exposure to high levels of hormones and growth factors in utero may change the response of breast tissue to hormonal inputs later.

Our study revealed a statistically significant dose-response relation between birth length and premenopausal breast cancer. A previous meta-analysis suggested a positive association between birth length and later breast cancer in studies based on birth records, but not in studies based on parental recall or self-reports, likely reflecting the difficulty in precisely capturing birth length^[@CR7]^. Unlike in our study, the birth length -- breast cancer association was not modified by menopausal status in that meta-analysis^[@CR7]^. The mechanisms underlying any association between birth length and subsequent breast cancer are likely similar to those connecting birthweight and breast cancer.

We observed a modest U-shaped relation between maternal weight gain during pregnancy and the daughter's premenopausal breast cancer risk. A previous analysis by Sanderson *et al*.^[@CR17]^ examining the relation between maternal weight gain during pregnancy reported by the mother and breast cancer risk in the daughters in two population-based case-control studies reported a higher breast cancer risk in daughters (HR = 1.50, 95% CI: 1.10--2.00) whose mothers gained 25--34 pounds compared to mothers who gained 15--24 pounds^[@CR17]^. Notably, women whose mothers gained 35 pounds or more during pregnancy were not at an increased risk of breast cancer in that study^[@CR17]^. We previously analyzed the relation between maternally reported pre-pregnancy BMI and gestational weight gain with breast cancer risk in adult daughters in a retrospective case-control study nested within the NHS I and NHS II and found no association^[@CR18]^. Similar to the results in our current study, Sanderson *et al*.^[@CR17]^ did not observe a link between maternal pre-pregnancy BMI and breast cancer risk in the daughters. However, both our study and that by Sanderson and colleagues were based on pregnancies several decades in the past, when in particular pre-pregnancy BMI, but also gestational weight gain recommendations were considerably lower than currently. Hence, these associations need to be further evaluated in more recent studies including a larger proportion of mothers with high pre-pregnancy BMI and maternal weight gain, reflecting current distributions.

Strengths of our study include its prospective design, the large number of study participants, and adjustment for a number of important potential perinatal confounding variables. Moreover, our study was based on a two-generation design providing the unique opportunity to use data collected directly from the mothers and combine them with data provided by the nurses.

A limitation of our study is that gestational and newborn characteristics had to be recalled by the mothers likely introducing random misclassification. However, the validity of birthweight reported by the mothers appears to be high when compared with birthweight recorded on state birth records (r = 0.85)^[@CR12]^. Similarly, other studies have reported good agreement between pregnancy-related factors recorded during pregnancy and maternal recall^[@CR19]--[@CR21]^. The nurses' adult life variables did not appreciably affect associations observed. However, we cannot rule out unmeasured confounding or residual confounding through covariates measured with error. Finally, with mothers being born between 1921 and 1964, we had limited power to examine substantial pregnancy weight gains and high values of pre-pregnancy BMI which have become more prevalent in recent years.

In summary, a high birthweight and possibly a high birth length may predict an increased risk of breast cancer in later life, particularly of premenopausal breast cancer. Whether maternal factors during pregnancy and other infant factors are related to adult breast cancer risk requires further clarification in other prospective studies with good exposure validity.
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